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By Juliette Recompsat

DARK 
SKY 
SCIENCE

EXPLORING IN 
THE MOUNTAINS 
MEANS SOMETHING 
DIFFERENT TO 
EVERYONE. FOR 
MATTHEW PARKER, 
NEW DISCOVERIES 
BEGIN WHEN THE 
SUN SETS AND THE 
CELESTIAL SPACE 
ABOVE JASPER – THE 
WORLD’S SECOND 
LARGEST DARK SKY 
PRESERVE – COMES 
TO LIFE. 

B E TA :  D I S C OV ERY

A DOUBLE LIFE 
Bartender by day, astronomer by 
night. This double duty is the norm for 
Matthew Parker, who leads stargazing 
sessions six nights a week at the Jasper 
Planetarium in addition to his full-time 
job at the Fairmont Jasper Park Lodge. 

Despite a casual interest in astronomy, 
Parker was more or less oblivious to 
the wonders of the night sky until he 
moved to Jasper in 2007. It was a radical 
lifestyle change after a decade spent 
teaching English in Asia under hazy 
skies. “I hadn’t even realized I missed 
the stars, until I came [to Jasper] and 
really saw them for the first time in ten 
years,” he recalls. It was the beginning 
of a cosmic journey for Parker. 

CITIZEN SCIENCE IN THE SKY 
What Parker loves most about astronomy 
is that it’s open to everyone, and it’s 
better shared. He urges all astronomers 
to participate in data collection for 
scientific discovery. Telescopic images 
or observations can be shared with 
networks like the American Association 
of Variable Star Observers (AAVSO) 
or Zooniverse. Parker is a humble 
contributor to Zooniverse, whose 
citizen science projects have supported 
discoveries including an entirely new 
planet known as K2-288Bb, orbiting 226 
light years away from Earth. 
 

In the astronomical arena where 
there is still so much to learn, the skies 
hold plenty of mystery. Parker draws 
inspiration from scientist J.B.S. Haldane, 
paraphrasing his famous quote: “Not only 
is the universe stranger than we imagine, 
it’s stranger than we can imagine.”

TIPS FOR ASPIRING ASTRONOMERS 
Parker still gets a thrill when first-time 
stargazers step back in awe from their 
initial look through a powerful telescope. 
For those who can’t peel themselves 
away, he recommends resources like 
the Royal Astronomical Society of 
Canada, PBS’ Crash Course Astronomy, 
or Chet Raymo’s book 365 Starry Nights.

Before you invest in expensive 
equipment, Parker suggests starting 
with a good pair of binoculars. Take 
them out at night to an open space 
that’s free from light pollution, settle 
in, and look up. While the field of view 
of a telescope is only two degrees, 
binoculars can see five to seven 
degrees of the sky. “Scanning the Milky 
Way with binoculars is a breathtaking 
experience,” says Parker. 

SNIPPETS FROM SPACE 
We commonly refer to 
all groupings of stars as 
constellations, but many of the 
most well-known are actually 
asterisms – easily recognizable 
patterns of stars inside a larger 
constellation. The Big Dipper 
is one such pattern that is an 
asterism within the Ursa Major 
constellation.

Another popular asterism, Orion’s 
Belt, gives a great reality check 
on the depth of outer space. 
The middle star in Orion’s Belt 
(called Alnilam) is almost twice 
as far from Earth as the other two 
stars, and yet it appears just as 
bright because its luminosity is 
double that of its counterparts. In 
comparison to the sun, its glow 
is even stronger – approximately 
375,000 times brighter.

The density of stars also packs a 
punch – especially neutron stars, 
the collapsed cores of giant stars 
that are left over after a supernova 
explosion. Neutron stars are tiny 
in relation to their former selves; 
a star that’s 1.5 million kilometres 
in diameter can condense down 
to 10 kilometres across. A sugar-
cube-sized chunk would weigh 
as much as every human on Earth 
put together – the equivalent of 
packing 200,000 jumbo jets into 
a golf ball. 


